Risk factors for Escherichia coli O157 shedding and super-shedding by dairy heifers at pasture.
We undertook a longitudinal study within a cohort of 52 dairy heifers maintained under constant management systems and sampled weekly to investigate a comprehensive range of risk factors which may influence shedding or super-shedding of E. coli O157 (detected by direct faecal culture and immunomagnetic separation). E. coli O157 was detected from 416/933 (44.6%) samples (faeces and recto-anal mucosal swabs) and 32 (3.4%) samples enumerated at >10000 c.f.u./g. Weekly point prevalence ranged from 9.4% to 94.3%. Higher temperature (P < 0.001), rainfall (P = 0.02), relative humidity (P < 0.001), pasture growth (P = 0.013) and body score (P = 0.029) were positively associated with increased shedding. Higher rainfall (P < 0.001), hide contamination (P = 0.002) and increased faecal consistency (P = 0.023) were positively associated with super-shedding. Increased solar exposure had a negative effect on both shedding and super-shedding within bivariate analyses but in the final multivariate model for shedding demonstrated a positive effect (P = 0.017). Results suggest that environmental factors are important in E. coli O157 shedding in cattle.